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The importance of geography fieldwork​[2]​ as a definitive part of learning and teaching is reflected in the curriculum of many UK universities offering both under-graduate and post-graduate degrees. In view of this, there has been much literature on ‘how to do’ fieldwork so as to maximise fieldwork experience for the student. There are at least two strands of this literature, (i) how the teaching and learning of geography can be enhanced through an analysis of fieldwork practices, and (ii) how students can best carry out independent fieldwork at both an under-graduate and a post-graduate level. Because these two strands require differing understandings, a consideration of both is not within the scope of this paper. Of direct concern to this paper is the first strand, which I review below. 

In exploring this first strand, I will argue that for a discipline that is essentially located in differences (of space, place, peoples), there is an underlying assumption in literature that fieldwork is a neutral and can be conducted through a homogenised approach. I will suggest that this results in an apolitical analysis where differences in standpoint,​[3]​ and power relations remain unexplored and unaccounted for. There is also a tendency for literature on fieldwork, particularly that which focuses on fieldwork in developing countries, to disassociate itself from its historical role in imperialist expansion. Thus there is little recognition that fieldwork continues to carry out the ‘tradition’ of geography within the values of what a post-colonial discourse calls ‘whiteness’.​[4]​ This paper thus argues for a political analysis of fieldwork that takes into account differences in standpoint, and recognises its role in retaining the ‘whiteness’ of geography. The argument is illustrated through an example of a student field visit to Juffery and St James Island in the Gambia.

2. Pedagogy of geographical fieldwork in UK higher education institutions: A crisis-led approach?

The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA)​[5]​ subject benchmarks define Geography as occupying “a distinctive place in the world of learning, offering an integral study of the complex reciprocal relationships between human societies and the physical components of the Earth. The geographer’s canvas is coloured by place, space and time: recognising the differences and dynamics in culture, political systems, economics, landscapes and environments across the world, and the links between them” (Section 1, p4 www.qaa.ac.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.qaa.ac.uk​/​​)). In this field investigation and fieldwork are seen as essential in enhance geographical knowledge and understanding.

Yet it would appear that most literature on the pedagogy of fieldwork in Geography aimed at UK higher educational institutions does not reflect the complexity and richness of landscape and environments that both students and teachers encounter in the field. If anything, it is mostly a reactive, compartmentalised literature which is  increasingly crisis rather than knowledge led. It therefore lacks the excitement that a discourse on fieldwork (which is potentially the most stimulating learning and teaching  geographical activity) should arouse.

For instance, it only takes a quick glimpse at the content pages of past and current issues of the Journal of Geography in Higher Education to appreciate the voluminous amount written on several aspects of how best ‘to do’ fieldwork. Discussion here and elsewhere stretches from the initial stages of student preparation (Bradbeer 1996, Ellis 1993), to organisational and practicality issues of field trips (Gold et al 1991, Ternan et al 1999, 5), field exercises (Haigh 1996, Kneale 1996), techniques and teaching methodologies (Lewis and Mills 1995, Haigh and Gold 1993) and reflections on the educational and experiential values of the whole exercise (Bates 1993, Dalton 2001, Fuller et al 2000, Healey and Jenkins 2000, MaGuire and Edmondson 2001) to cite but a few.

A related thread is ‘how to continue doing’ fieldwork in the face of a changing national context, primarily that of Government quality criteria funding​[6]​. For fieldwork, a lead on the quality argument arises from Government led reviews of the late 1980s and early 1990s which have not always been complimentary of fieldwork practices surveyed (HMI 1989, HMI 1992). In order to meet the changing context of conditionality-led quality criteria so as to continue the practice of fieldwork, geographers have been forced to critically review what they have been doing. This includes a reassessment of styles and methods of delivery and detailed analysis of quality of student preparation, participation and evaluation (amongst other things). 

In addition, 1990s saw a massive rise in student numbers (Kent et al 1997 p316) partly due to the growth of new universities in the UK. In turn this also meant declining staff-student ratios. By 1997 the cost of field trips were causing serious problems for geography departments (ibid). This generated the ‘how to continue whilst retaining quality’ literature thread, as with Clark 1996 (on threat to fieldwork and exploration of new opportunities), Higgit 1996 and Gold et al 1992 (on larger classes for declining staff-student ratios) Jenkins 1994, McEwen and Harris 1996 (on restructuring in response to internal, external pressures) and Kent et al 1997 (on critical integration of fieldwork practice). ‘Quality-led’ thread has additionally generated literature that was perhaps missing previously, for example, Mossa (1995) on participatory student fieldwork, Burgess and Jackson (1992), Fyfe (1992), Job (1999). Importantly, this has opened up the question of inclusive practices and practices that exclude as with disabled students (Hall et al 2002, Hurst 1998 Nairn 1999).

The need to generate HEFCE funding for universities is still a dominant driver in thinking about Geographical teaching practices, but there are, of course, other major changes both national and global that have influenced literature on fieldwork. For instance, the technological expansion has created new possibilities of computer-led teaching (Ford 1998, Gratton 1999), and the idea of the virtual fieldtrips (Moore 1999, Stainfield et al 2000). Global politics and liberalisation have also opened up both new spaces in transitional economies, and brought different challenges for fieldwork (Light and Phinnemore 1998). 

Also, the era of cheap flights and expanse of package holidays in recent years has meant that far-away locations are no longer as prohibitive. As Trenan et al (1999) have argued, long-haul trips are useful to universities in that they attract students. In the 21st century this continues to be the case and fieldwork is increasingly promoted as a glamorous tool in generating university income, marketing this in degree prospectus and open days as the ‘star attraction’ of geography. Within this unashamed recognition, long-haul fieldwork literature began to focus on the differing questions of practicalities and planning that started to emerge (Cosgrove and Daniels 1989, May 1999, Ternan et al ibid).  

There is little doubt that as time has progressed, literature on conducting teacher-led long-haul fieldwork has become increasingly aware of the need to take on board critique received from discourses associated with feminist, development, cultural, and environmental studies. Thus, this literature has begun to question the need to examine  
those aspects of such fieldwork that have not quite been so readily considered before. These include questions of cultural representations (Mains 2004), environmentalism (Binns 1992), voyeuristic ‘development tourism’, and the general impact of arriving with a group of students (often sharing tourist packages) on local people, particularly for fieldwork carried out in developing countries (Robson 2002). 

In spite of some progress, however, literature on long-haul fieldwork continues to approach the ‘awkward’ questions that a heady mixture of race, poverty and power raise by sidestepping them in a ‘traditional’ geographical manner.​[7]​ Thus literature continues to focus on practicalities and organisational specifics of these trips​[8]​, depoliticising the real issue-that geographical fieldwork, particularly to developing countries, carries with it a historical baggage of the power relations between the ‘white’ over the ‘black’ and the rich over the poor. And, it is within this context that social interaction with the ‘other’ takes place. By circumventing around the awkward questions that an analysis of this interaction may bring, most literature on the pedagogy of fieldwork in geography remains bland and apolitical, being led by criteria of survival within financial-crisis led institutions of higher education rather than a meaningful one that offers a political critique (such as that generated by gender and sociology studies). 

A much-quoted paper, for instance, is that of Robson (2002). Here she discusses the need to minimise the intrusive nature of fieldwork, of  ‘development tourism’, and to develop strategies to prepare UK students in relation to ‘cultural shocks’ and sensitivities. She argues that fieldtrips can bring mutual benefits to both local communities and teacher and student geographers. 

 For Robson (ibid ) long-haul fieldwork provides an opportunity for mutual benefit to both local communities and the students. For example she says,  ‘Not only do students learn about Africa, but the people they come into contact with are often eager to learn about life in England, asking about farming, climate, tribes and so on….The visit….can be an opportunity for cultural exchange in other ways that break down barriers and improve cross-cultural understanding, e.g. traditional African dancing displays where visiting students attempt to respond with renditions of western pop songs or versions of English Morris dancing….’(p334). In another example, on the question of ‘giving’ and ‘taking’, she refers to student fundraising and donating of gifts to those visited (p337). Equally, Ternan et al (1999) talk of distinctive feature of long-haul trips and the ‘value-added benefits’ this will bring to students. 

Both Robson (ibid) and Ternan et al (ibid) also consider the benefits that these trips (particularly repeated trips) have on networking, creating partnerships, doing research and enhancing curriculum. In fact, Trenan et al (ibid) advise readers to ‘Exploit your celebrity status. The fact that you have travelled so far may well facilitate access to places not available to groups of undergraduates. Meeting top academics, politicians, planners and other professionals can greatly enhance the academic quality of the course and enrich the students learning’ (p8). 

I do not wish to undermine the efforts geography staff make in organising and running such courses I have done it myself!). As acknowledged by Nairn et al (2000 p250)  ‘organising and leading field courses takes LOTS of time and effort and rarely are there rewards, for example, professional advancement, extra pay (if any), academic recognition, commensurate with the effort involved. Those who lead courses generally do it ‘beyond the call of duty’. Yet I would argue that literature of type I exemplify above functions mainly to justify the cost and time of these trips in terms of beneficial teaching, networking and research potential. The real questions are far more uncomfortable. For example, why or how the ‘celebrity status’ of UK tutors is acquired, and this has to certainly do with much more than being distance travellers!
Or, what does ‘cultural exchange’ really mean when the two groups  (the local community and the students/tutors) are coming together in social interaction within historically racialised spaces and places within material conditions of poverty, and indeed, is the activity replicating these historical practices? Are we as geographers then critically engaging in our practice of long-haul fieldwork and firing the imagination of young and impressionable students or are we simply distancing ourselves from self-conflict by concentrating on the organisational and the practical aspects of these trips. 

There are then several deeply embedded issues that need to be thrashed out by problematising of long-haul fieldwork activities. Below I suggest how one way of doing this is to analysing individual fieldwork activities as a complex set of social interactions that take place within multiple scenerios of shared spaces where the historically ruled and the historical rulers once again come together.

3. Shared spaces and multiple scenrios 

Take for instance the following scenarios, which are not atypical of what UK academics may encounter on field visits to Africa. The scene is based in the village of Juffery in the Gambia where many were captured into enslavement from surrounding areas and brought here as a convenient river crossing point for their journey to St. James Island. The island​[9]​ provided a ‘point of no return’ for a journey that was to lead the enslaved into far-away European and American destinations.  Within this scene, there are a number of complex scenarios at play. 
	
An immediate one is that which has recently changed the face and function of Juffery and its place in the tourist economy of the Gambia. Gambia is a small and one of the poorest countries in the world, and it has little to offer package tourists who now arrive in their hordes during winter months, except it’s three Ss, i.e. sun, sea and sex. Since the publication of Alex Haley’s Roots​[10]​ together with publicity arising from holiday reports such as those of Judith Chalmers​[11]​, the ‘slavery’ visit to Juffery, followed by a boat trip to St James Island has become a star attraction for tourists who purchase this as a part of their package holiday from major travel agents in the UK, Europe and America​[12]​. For many tourists, who are immediately warned by tour operators to be aware of ‘bumsters’ and other ‘hassle’ they might encounter outside the hotel compound, this is often a rare outing. The trip includes a visit to Juffery (where there is a supposed audience with Kunta Kinte’s family), and proceeds to St James Island. This is done in class tourist boats, loaded with luxurious food items, alcoholic drinks, and suntan lotion so that tourists can sunbathe​[13]​ as the boat sails from Juffery across the River Gambia towards St James Island. On arrival, tourists are narrated a potted history of enslavement, feel they have ‘done Gambia’ and return to the boat. 

Alongside is another important scenario. This is about the undergraduates who are on a field trip to Gambia as a compulsory requirement of their developmental geography programme. In the belief that students’ understanding of the past will enable them to gain a deeper understanding of the present underdevelopment of the Gambia, they are encouraged to research enslavement. Because the idea of ‘slavery’ is often something that is distant and remote to young second-year undergraduates students are prepared prior to the field visit. For example, the students have been prepared in the UK with classroom activities and lectures, day fieldtrips to the Liverpool Museum of Enslaving Past as well as the Wilberforce Museum, Hull that is linked to the Juffery Museum of Slavery in the Gambia. However, as all kinds of risk assessments and insurance issues​[14]​ arise when taking students on field trips, the tutors are obliged to use the tourist boats in preference to the local ferry and local boats. The students as well as the tutors therefore inevitably become tourists, enjoying the food, drinks, sun and the general leisure a class boat brings, interpreting a crucial chapter in Gambian history through a ‘tourist gaze’​[15]​. 

Overriding all these scenarios is the overwhelming one of those viewed- those imposed on. People inhabiting these islands remain extremely poor, with tourist police hired to chase away hordes of hungry children begging from those who have come to view ‘slavery’, and Kunta Kinte’s ‘great aunt’ being paraded in front of tourists as an ‘exhibit of the story of slavery’. In this scenario, the big question is, how are the people of Juffery, and those Gambians involved in the tourist industry in the ‘slavery trips’ viewing the power that pounds and dollars brings? A power which is forcing them to once again sell their history-a history of enslavement, and notions of racial superiority and inferiority that is permeating their present. In itself, literature on fieldwork sidesteps these issues by dealing with interaction of this type in a superficial way (as discussed in the previous section).

In this literature, there are yet another underlying assumption. This is that individual staff members who are involved in these trips all come from similar (predominantly white) backgrounds. Currently those employed in geography departments in UK universities are increasingly likely to come from diverse backgrounds​[16]​, and this will shape the way they view what happens on a field course. We have as yet not thrashed out questions of gender and race that arise out of this diversity, and what differing standpoints these offer. For instance for me, when I have taken students to Juffery, the totality of these scenarios have engendered a very personal and individual crisis which  brings yet another underlying scenario into play. As a black (Asian) academic born in Africa and working and representing a white institution, whilst I too am involved in defending the educational value of fieldtrips, I am simultaneously torn by the contradictions this trip raises. How can I, a black person, reinforce a geographical ‘tradition’ of fieldwork, which exposes myself and the students (mostly white) to the ‘history of slavery’, which once again is re-enacted within a framework of skewed power relations? And, how do the people whose whole psyche may be geared towards bitter resentment of their enslaving past​[17]​ and a present of no-hope enduring poverty view me? And, I expect that I am not the only academic experiencing such personal crisis. 

I have outlined only three related scenarios. There are of course other scenerios at play (for example, between tourists, between students and so on). But the three discussed suggest that fieldwork, especially fieldwork in developing countries generates multiple scenarios that present complex totalities. Currently literature seems to focus on one scenario-that of how academics can best do the trip, and perhaps benefit student experience therein. However, simplification and political reductionism of such examples as that of Juffery only offer a shallow exposition of questions that arise from such complex scenarios. Fieldwork is important to geographers, and is a core tenet of the discipline, but it needs to be problematised and politicised. I will return to these points in section 7. 

5. Towards a political analysis

To even begin to answer some of the questions raised by my example above, it is firstly important to recognise (as the literature review in section 2 suggests) that geographers in UK universities consider fieldwork to be a legitimate exercise and are willing to struggle around it. However, this legitimacy means that there is no real questioning and challenge from which a discourse can emerge. There is  (sadly) no crisis of legitimacy in the literature on teacher led long-haul fieldwork as has happened, for example, with issues of methodologies of research in developing countries or that of individual fieldwork seeking to bring in the politics of gender, race, representation, privilege and power. Therefore current literature on teacher-led fieldwork wipes out complications through normalising practices that do not challenge interpretation of culture, cultural differences and notions embedded in the ‘traditions’ of geography. Arguably, current account of fieldwork occupies what Gregory (2204) calls ‘Pandora’s spaces’. These are spaces which allow a privileged gaze to move rapidly across the culture of compressed and expanded travel, throwing up all kinds of horror, but within the safety of withdrawal to a better life. Gregory (ibid) expresses it thus, ‘As the young British protagonist in Will Rhodes Paperback Raita (2002) puts it, half the attraction of coming to India is the ability to leave it’ (p256). 

I would therefore suggest that a crisis of legitimacy of geographical fieldwork needs desperately to be created and nurtured if a fruitful discourse will emerge. We need to draw lessons from others (for example feminist geographers) and locate the question of geographical fieldwork within a context of historical and racialised power relationships if we are at all to understand the standpoint of those we impose on our trips particularly in developing countries. In this way we can also begin to value subjectivity and subjective viewpoint that differing standpoints bring with them. As feminist geographers have shown, the questions of subjectivity and subjective interpretations are central to the understanding of societal and power relations.  As I suggest in my example of the visit to Juffery and St James Island, my own background of having grown up in East Africa, and consequent displacement from my childhood home because of race politics means that I interpret this experience from another perspective. For me, fieldwork to a developing country is both a personal as well as a political experience as the two are intertwined. A discussion on how my own interpretations and subjective meanings of this experience may differ from that of a white colleague born and raised in the UK has the potential to build and enrich a discourse on geographical fieldwork.

We therefore need to seek out a political framework within which to locate an analysis that questions the very basis and legitimacy of the geographical ‘tradition’ of fieldwork, and particularly the current practice of fieldwork in developing countries. 
One such framework is that of the post-colonial discourse on ‘whiteness’ which I discuss below. 

6. The ‘whiteness’ of geographical tradition of exploration 

‘Whiteness’ is closely associated with the colour white and it’s popular conceptions within dominant cultures of Europe and America​[18]​ where the colour white symbolises purity as with the stuff of snow, Christmas cards and bridal gowns. The colour white, in itself, has the power to dominate all other colours. For instance, it is the colour against which the artist measures a blank canvas and juxtaposes other colours with. It is thus what other things (such as space, landscape) are measured by and measured against. As is often depicted in art forms, the colour white therefore becomes instrumental in defining and measuring social relationships and social construct, and it is within these art forms that an analysis of ‘whiteness’ as a social construction was pioneered by film, literary and history studies (McDowell and Sharp 1999, p293).  

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, the study of ‘whiteness’ as a social construct has made a huge mark particularly in America where (after much open hostility to the idea) many of the well know universities such as California, Berkley have embedded this within their critical race studies ciricullums or subjects in their own right. Alongside there has been a huge literature output, again much from America, on how ‘whiteness’ influences everyday lives of African-Americans and people of colour through racialised practices and policies where white essentially remains supreme. 

While ‘whiteness’ is an illusive concept (because it is all encompassing, subjective and highly charged with emotion), it is associated with privilege. This is the privilege that arises out of being white or ‘passing off’ as white in accordance to the behavioural norms set by a dominant white society. In that social location of privilege ‘whiteness’ is an ideological formation which is build on its historical dominance over ‘others’. In that it remains invisible while it characterises and particularises different races and racial groups, expects them to fall in with practices of intergration into white society (either through privilege or oppression). For example, Christopher Hight in his analysis of the film Suture,​[19]​ argues that invisibility of the white extends over race in that ‘The white light, white noise, white heat of the American culture are the grid, in the interstices of which the Afro-American is made invisible’ (2000 p20). ‘Whiteness’ thus maintains and reinforces the ‘fatal coupling of power and difference’ (Hall 1992, cited in Gilmore 2002 p16).

‘Whiteness’ is about maintaining that privilege by directly or indirectly advocating white supermacy through violence, aggression or by simply presenting that privilege as being outside the frame of questioning or examination. The all pervasive power of the ‘white’ is perhaps best expressed by Melville in his forceful and moving description of the whale in the 1851 American classic, Moby Dick, 
    	
“Aside from those more obvious considerations touching Moby Dick, which could not but occasionally awake in a man’s soul some alarm, there was another thought, or rather vague, nameless horror concerning him, which at times by it’s intensity completely overpowered the rest; and yet so mystical and well nigh ineffable was it, that I almost despair of putting it in a comprehensible form. It was the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me.’(Melville 2003 Chapter 12)
	
In Melvilles’s description, the power and the ‘rather vague, nameless horror’ that it conveys in its whiteness, the whale overpowers the rest in its intensity, length and breadth, violence and aggression. 

Whilst much of the ‘whiteness’ discourse has emerged from a context of race politics in America, in Britain it is still emerging because as Bonnett (1997 p2) argues, the issue of ‘race’ returned to British geography when the empire ‘returned’ to Britiain’.
He goes on to suggest that ‘It is difficult to underestimate the impact the ideologies and practices of empire have had upon the British geographers. Nowhere is this impact more evident than in their approach to ‘race’. ‘Racial’ differences were seen by British empire builders as one of the greatest challenges to colonial expansion. Geographers interested in the issue of ‘race’ saw their task as the elucidation of the hierarchy of the world’s ‘races’ and the provision of informed speculation on the implications of White settlement and colonial government. However, from the early 1930s, the volume of geographical work on matters of ‘race’ went into decline along with British imperial ambitions (ibid p1)​[20]​.’ 

Within that task, geographical tradition of exploration (implicit in fieldwork) has played an important role in legitimising ‘whiteness’. For instance, The Royal Society of Geographers was founded in 1830 at the height of British expansion into the colonies. The society’s traditions of encouraging ‘explorations’, mapping of boundaries, its hierarchical classification of the ‘darker continents’ and ‘the darker races’​[21]​ all gave legitimacy to colonial seizure of lands and peoples, the imposition of boundaries, and the violence of forced rule​[22]​. The geographical tradition of fieldwork, based in these notions of imperialist exploration, is then an important contributor to the ideological location of ‘whiteness’ where the ‘white’ and all things ‘white’ are superior- a notion which is still very much alive and kicking in present-day perceptions of the ‘west and the rest’. 

Therefore, as Jackson (1999) suggests, ‘whiteness’ is ‘an historically specific social formation’ and takes shape within a ‘racialised problematic’ (p294). To develop a political analysis of fieldwork is we thus need to recognise the historical connections of geographical ‘traditions’ and race, a problematic that geographers in the UK are often worried about engaging in either amongst themselves or with students and thus remain silent on. As Pulido (2002) argues, this is not a censure of geographers involved in the field, but a reflection on some of the fundamental problems within the discipline itself that does not treat race as a fundamental social relationship and ‘skews intellectual production’ within the discipline (p45).

7. Modern day fieldwork and ‘whiteness’

If Robson’s (2000) answer to cultural sensitivities and enhancement of cross-cultural exchange is about the eagerness to swap stories about England, and ‘traditional’ dancing perhaps accompanied by a donation of gifts, then this is a dismissal of a hugely complex scenerio that is essentially located in the racialised histories of geography. Within a ‘whiteness’ framework, this scenerio acquires new meaning. For instance, field visits, particularly those using holiday packages are indistinguishable by local people who inevitably view student groups as another set of ‘white’ tourists. Most tourist hotels also put on displays of ‘traditional’ dancing, so there is nothing revealing here, and in poor countries, ‘holiday cultural exchanges’ in many countries (developing or otherwise) often revolve around expectations of gifts or money. And why not? Local people, especially in poorer countries, are prepared to spend time with and entertain tourists so they can generate income on which they will be able to survive the ‘hungry season’ when tourists depart. 

At another level, these ‘cultural exchanges’ are embedded in the cultural and moral hegemony that has been historically embedded in the white/black psyche. ‘White’ culture, no matter how frowned upon​[23]​, becomes desirable. Rather than being an innocent and equal exchange, I would suggest that the interaction between student groups and ‘the others’ is instead based on contradictory images associated with a colonial past as well as the fulfilment of post-colonial desires towards a better life. 
For instance, Juffery turns a blind eye to its visitors who are not seen to behave appropriately,​[24]​ and allows its children to exchange addresses with the visitors in the vague hope that one of them may offer an education sponsorship for school fees or perhaps even take them away to a better place. Yet within their own and Gambian society generally, there are other codes of conduct and realities that remain hidden to the tourist (and the student) eye. As Adama Bah​[25]​ (in a personal conversation) explains, greeting of visitors in the Gambia is an important ritual whereby host families will put their all out to extend hospitality to visitors, and impart gifts rather than expect to receive them. The Gambian are equally distressed that in a their society where begging is a matter of family shame, their children have become well versed in this. As geographers we need to explore these invisible realities rather than regard ‘cultural exachnges’ as an apolitical event. 

The ‘celebrity status’ that both academics and students acquire is also very much based within hegemonic ideology which has historically presented the west as the most important site of production of knowledge. This is evident in the systematic undermining of both indigenous knowledge and educational systems all over the European dominions. In a post-colonial world of developing countries, western education remains the most desired thing​[26]​ and regarded as the prime guarantee towards better life opportunities. Students on these trips are thus often seen as rich (sometimes spoilt), but in particular there is an underlying desire to join them. 
Both students and academics, just through their association with UK universities, thus continue to reinforce the ‘whiteness’ of western education that has been defined by a colonial hegemonic ideology. In that, as a black person caught up in the scenario, the individual students or staff members are placed in a schizophrenic position- in part as those who have made it to where others would like to be, and in part those who have now become harbingers of ‘whiteness’ themselves. This ‘schizophrenic role’ is uncomfortable, but also valuable in that it allows us to problematise the question of our own histories and differences of background and race. The ‘celebrity status’ that can open doors is simply not the same for black and white staff and students, much as it is not the same for men and women.​[27]​ In developing countries that are often ex-colonies, access or denial of it has strong association with colour and race. This is still apparent in many places today. Neither is their personal interpretation of fieldwork that is shaped by individual histories within an overall context of other social and power constructs. We therefore cannot view those leading field trips as a homogenised group, and there is much potential to enrich the discourse on fieldwork if we recognise that even within small groups there are many places where people come from!​[28]​





This paper has argued that a distinct feature of geographical fieldwork is the ‘whiteness’ of geography rooted in an imperial history. Whiteness reinforces racism, stereotypes, and racist patterns of thought through the empty spaces that result from silence.  However, ‘whiteness’ and its political implications remain unexplored in related literature. Are we then really giving students a valuable experience if we cannot ourselves explore the deeper meanings of fieldwork? One dramatic response to the ‘awkward’ questions posed by such fieldwork is to abandon it. In a better response, we can work towards a political analysis of long-haul field work, uncover accounts, discover new narratives, and do better and more critical research about geography’s historical role as the purveyor of boundaries on spaces of power and hierarchies, and its ramifications onto present day fieldwork. 

‘Whiteness’ as an analytical category disrupts the legitimacy of geographical ‘traditions’ of fieldwork. It allows us to reinterpret relations between geographers and the thinking dominated by past ‘traditions’ of the empire, rather than normalise its practices by teaching of those relationships in a simplified manner. To do this, we need to explore radicalised positions as offered by a post-colonial critique which questions issues of location of culture, assumptions of homogenised gaze, and the ambivalent spaces where the historically colonised and the historical colonisers come into contact. As Bhabha (1994) shrewdly suggests, ‘the western metropole must confront its postcolonial history…made clear in the stammering, drunken words of Mr ‘Whiskey’ Sisoda from The Satanic Verses; ‘the trouble with the Engenglish is their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they dodo don’t know what it means’ (p6). 
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^1	  I would like to thank my two anonymous referees for their very valuable comments and my brother Harshad for his unfailing support. 
^2	  Fieldwork, which has some overlaps with field trips, here refers to supervised, tutor-led work located away from the classroom location to an appropriate ‘field’ outside of it.   
^3	  At one level, standpoint relates to a fundamental principle or mental position from which principles or other objects are compared and judged, in turn determining what we focus on and what is obscured from us. In that, standpoint is about power, which complicates the picture quite a bit! It relates to those (the powerful) who define the field and shape the picture of the world that emerges from it. Therefore societal inequalities are generated and reinforced by the distinct accounts of dominant groups and individual (power) standpoint on the nature of social relationships. Often the standpoint of lesser powerful groups and individuals are thus lost or remain invisible.
^4	  The meaning of ‘whiteness’ and its application to the argument is discussed in Section 6 of this paper.
^5	  This is an independent UK agency established in 1997 to define academic standards and quality for higher education. 
^6	  I refer here to Teaching Quality Assessments (TQA) and Higher Education Funding Council for England and Wales (HEFCE).  UK universities are required to meet quality standards according to the guidelines set by these bodies in order to qualify for government funding and support. 
^7	  An example of this ‘sidestepping’ is the way geographers have dealt with racial enquiry historically. On the main, geographical focus has been to brief colonial governments on racial hierarchies and their implications on white settlements (Livingston 1992 cited in Bonnett 1997 p193). Modern day enquiry has similar echoes. Bonnett (ibid) refers to the 1961 and 1971 UK census which mapped non-White British residents through new questions of previous resident and parents’ birth place. This produced much ‘ethnic data’ and opportunities for geographer’s to survey or map residential spaces without dwelling too deeply into the nature and political context for the inclusion of these new questions in the census at a  time of open racism and media hostility to immigration (then particularly against Ugandan Asian refugees).
^8	  A small example is the question of whether a mini bus would be (environmentally) better than a larger coach (Binns 1992 p…).
^9	  James, the Dutch Duke of Courland built a fort here in sometime in 1651 as a trading base. Recognising its vital position on the River Gambia, it changed hands many times alternating between Dutch, French and British dominance. The fort served as a trading post for slaves throughout the 17th, 18th and up to abolition (Royal accent to abolition of slavery given on 25th March, 1807, but it is believed that illegal practice continued till mid 1800s at least) (http//.www.africanculture.dk/Gambia/history 7/12/04). 
^10	  Alex Haley (1976) played an important part in Afro-American history when he traced the story of Kunta Kinte, a slave captured from the Gambia with his own ancestral roots to Juffery. Although the methodological and other means of telling the story received criticism, Roots generated much public debate regarding Afro-American heritage. 
^11	  Judith Chalmers is a well-known holiday programme television reporter aiming to search out best destinations and trips for UK audiences. 
^12	  Although it is necessary to recognise the difference between tourist types here. Whilst most European tourists are package holiday makers, for African-Americans Juffery symbolises an important chapter in their history making it an important place of pilgrimage.
^13	  A bone of contention for many Gambians who, as Muslims, regard female immodesty in dress with reservation. Also note that transport across the river for ordinary Gambian is extremely limited and costly, often boiling down to one heavily congested ferry, which makes the crossing quite risky.
^14	  There is a double-bind here. Whilst it is a course requirement that students are taken on field trips abroad, UK universities are very cautious of any litigation that may occur in case of any mishap. Therefore academics are very careful to ensure that students are aware of any risks involved and sign forms accordingly, Universities also are careful to provide insurance cover for students and staff on these trips. Staff at the university I work for are obliged to take first-aid training, and follow the general rule of abandoning any activity considered to be a health and safety risk. In the Gambia where ferries are often overloaded and have been known to overturn, sometimes with several fatalities, staff are weary of taking students on them. 
^15	  A ‘tourist gaze’ ………………………………………………………………..
^16	  Most UK universities nowadays follow an Equal Opportunity code of practice which aims to modify exciting gender and race imbalances within teaching staff. However, even a cursory glance at the websites of two largest trades unions representing academic staff in higher education, the National Association of Teachers in Higher Education (NATFHE) and the Association of University Teachers (AUT), that whist there is some progress in this, there are several concerns of how institutional practices (unwittingly perhaps) continue to undermine these efforts.
^17	  George Bush visited the dungeons of Goree Island in Senegal, and posed at the ‘Door of No Return’ for photographs. This followed an impassioned speech about the great American sin. However, he did not offer an apology for American role in slavery as some African Americans had hoped. Bush’s visit was thus regarded with scepticism, as a thinly disguised attempt to wean black voters from the Democrats. The cynicism with which some African Americans and African people have viewed this visit suggests that bitter resentment of American role in slavery is still strong today (Guardian, 2003). 
^18	  In some other cultures the colour white symbolises power (in death) as well as anger in funeral and widowhood rituals of Hinduism or the death masks in some part of Africa. 
^19	  Suture was written, produced and directed by David Siegel and Samuel Goldwyn in 1992 and is a stylish thriller, which teases audiences by presenting two American actors (one black and one white) as bearing striking resemblance to each other. It thus challenges audience perceptions of black and white skin colour and questions of identity and individuality. 
^20	  Bonnet (1997 p198) also suggests that in erasing ‘whiteness’ through race categorisation, most white people have seen themselves as exempt from this since they regard themselves as the ‘natural order of things’.  Later day literature (e.g. Peach 2000) has attempted to deconstruct homogenized notions of white identities in a similar way as ‘black race’ categories have been unpacked for class, gender, ethnicity analysis. 
^21	  Kobayashi and Peake (2000 p399) in citing Livingstone (1993 p139) argue that ‘the strongest of imperial geography’s metaphor was that of the ‘moral-climatic idiom’ which by its naturalisation of racial differences according to climatic classifications placed those of ‘the dark races’ at the bottom of geography’s terrain’.
^22	  This is not to say that there was no recognition of these evolving unsavoury aspects of geographical traditions in their connection with imperialist expansion, way back in 1885 Kropotkin (an anarchist geographer) in ‘What geography ought to be’ was scathing about European interpretation of ‘civilising the savages’. He therefore argues that geographers should re-examine what geography ought to be through a re-ordering which can allow better knowledge of ‘the others’, which in turn has the potential to bring knowledge to them, the geographers. 
^23	  Activities such as alcoholism, buying of young men and women for sex, often associated with tourist behaviour in the Gambia, are very much against the grain in a society, which is deeply religious and follows an old Muslim order. Unfortunately unacceptable tourist behaviour is very upfront and visible in Gambia’s tourist areas, and many Gambians draw association between this behaviour and ‘white culture’.
^24	  This includes immodest dress, alcohol consumption, and generally loud behaviour. The people of Juffery exercise resistance in several ways. One way is to fob off tourists with stories they would like to hear but will not spend time investigating the truth of them. For example, the boat men will send tourists off on a wild goose chase to hunt for beads the enslaved women may have dropped on their way to the slave ships so they can grab a rest, or will introduce them to Kunta Kinte’s seventh removed aunt who is not always the same woman! 
^25	  Adama Bha is the winner of the 2004 Award For Responsible Tourism as the person who has contributed most significantly to this. He is the founder member of Gambia Tourism Concern as well as the Association of Small-Scale Enterprises (ASSET) and has led these organisations to worldwide fame as examples of sustainable development in Africa. 
^26	  It is common practice in many schools in Africa to discourage vernacular in favour of English or French as a teaching medium. In some schools, children have to even pay a fine should they use local languages in the classroom or the playground. The undermining affects of this on the country’s self-respect, freedom and development has been expressed powerfully by writers commenting on colonial and post-colonial events such as the Ngugi wa Thiong’O from Kenya and Bernard Dadie from Senegal.
^27	  Male/female ‘status’ in fieldwork parties is often defined by gender relations at a local level. In the Gambia, for instance, people will usually regard men as decision makers, and this is reflected in their perceptions of  staff/student hierarchies.
^28	  On reading an abstract of this paper at a Royal Geographical Society Conference 2003, two black and one white geography lecturers contacted me because they had similar reservations about fieldtrips to developing countries and welcomed an opportunity to discuss these.
